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Abstract: Art is critical in its ability to propose an alternative to an accepted reality,
and produces a counter-consciousness; a “negation of the realistic-conformist mind”
[Marcuse, 1979, p 9] Communication design, is a formalized practice embedded in
and serving conventional cultural production and capital. An alternative counterdesign “…chooses instead to emphasize the need for a renewal of philosophical
discourse and for social and political involvement as a way of bringing about
structural changes in our society.” [Lang, 2005, p. 46.]  For communication design to
dismiss its conventional service to capital is in itself a critical negation. Additionally,
communication design’s prescribed functions allow it to act as a Trojan Horse,
imitating commercial work while surreptitiously engaging in critical practice. Its
ubiquity and systematic conformity makes its counter a natural for challenging
conventional consciousness. Can Counter-Design offer a model of design research as
an agent for critical thinking and cultural agency? Can it engage design students in a
critical process of investigation and analysis? Is this valuable for today’s design
student? I will show by way of theoretical models and some case studies how this
methodology questions predominant roles of design and design pedagogy.
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Counter-Design

Introduction
Art is critical in its ability to propose an alternative to an accepted reality, and
produces a counter-consciousness; a “negation of the realistic-conformist mind”
(Marcuse 1979, p. 9).
Communication design is a formalized practice that is rational, pragmatic and
oriented towards commercial objectives. It is embedded in and serves conventional
cultural production and capital. For communication design to dismiss its traditional
service to capital is in itself a critical negation. Its ubiquity and systematic conformity in
cultural forms makes its counter a natural vehicle for challenging conventional
consciousness.
An alternative model and practice, a counter-design “…chooses instead to
emphasize the need for a renewal of philosophical discourse and for social and political
involvement as a way of bringing about structural changes in our society” (Lang 2005,
p. 46).
A case may be made for a model of communication counter-design as a critical
practice, or trajectory, counter to the traditional models of design industry and, by
consequence and to varying degrees, design education.
I propose that this model, by removing design and design research from the
constraints of its typical marketing and commercial objectives, creates a critical practice
of design that can engage students in deep critical and creative thinking and thus
prepare them for the evolving practices of communication design. This model or
method encourages unexpected solutions that circumvent common perceptions and
expectations, and challenges students to find new languages and methods. It exposes
students to another postulation of design practice: the use of the semantic tools of
design and the writing of visual language to challenge our existing views of the world.
The outcomes of this design practice are devoid of practical consequences and
problem-solving artifacts and are nothing more (or less) than pure discourse. If design
and design education are indeed concerned with the development of innovation and
new methods, we might consider such an alternative—even radical—to explore the
unknown in order to seek out new territories.
Central to this proposal is a model of counter-design and, with it, a bridging of some
theories of art, design, and critical discourse. Framing what constitutes the basis of an
argument for a practice of counter-design, I will briefly lay out some key principles:
x Communication Design: Conventions and Visual Language
x Art & Counter-Consciousness
x Counter-Design: Communication Design as Discourse
In addition, as an example of practice, I will present a short overview of my ongoing
project “The Ad-Hoc Atlas.” This project avoids the traditional goals and outcomes of
graphic design practice, suggesting instead an endeavor that is entirely propositional,
speculative, and transcendent in nature.
I will conclude with examples of student projects from my Advanced Graphic Design
class at San Francisco State University that utilize the processes and outcomes of a
counter-design practice.
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Communication Design: Conventions and Visual Language

Figure 1. Times Square. Matt H Wade, 2009.

As Max Bruinsma states, “Our basic premise is that designers act as catalysts in this
culture which ‘writes’ in images. By designing both the ‘words’ and what one could call
by now a ‘literature of visual language,’ communication designers play a pivotal role in
today’s mediated cultures: they trigger viewers to become readers of visual messages.”
(Bruinsma 2005)
1
While going about the business of design, writing the images that constitute
culture, communication design creates the narratives of the everyday. In so doing, it
tacitly or aggressively, directly or tangentially, serves dominant paradigms and plays a
pivotal role in the construction of cultural consciousness. The business of
communication design does not upend culture's normative conventions and desires,
but rather plays to them in the interest of businesses messages and needs. Within this
context, the primary context, is a communication design that continues and reifies the
common narrative.
There are many forms of design that are presumed to simply educate or inform.
One could say that these are not in the service of industry, consumption and capital. On
the contrary, I would instead argue, that alternatively we could view these designs
within the larger system of cultural production and consciousness, and as part of the
“business” of design. Environmental and way-finding graphics that assist travelers in an
airport, for example, facilitate the movement of individual consumers through the
economic machine. Similarly, promotional materials for a non-profit art gallery, through
messaging and visual language, reify the normative systems of patronage and
commodity culture, both engaging and serving art collectors and funders.
The objectives of communication design are by and large deeply, and at least tacitly,
engaged in the continuation of prevailing economic and cultural systems.
Communication design writes visual language in a near seamless semiotic landscape
that creates a stable perceptional environment, a dominant conventional
consciousness, and a conformist mind.

1

I am defining this term, the business of design, as the commercial and dominant practice of design engaged
in the interests of industry (the production of goods and services), capital (the economy of economic
exchange), and consumption (both economic and material).
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Art & Counter-Consciousness

Figure 2. Archigram. Space Comics. http://rainbowguts.livejournal.com

It is not hard to argue, or simply imagine, that the consciousness of contemporary
culture is in a dream state, absorbed by the apparitions constructed by design.
Marx states “The reform of consciousness consists solely in… the awakening of the
world from its dream about itself” (Marx 1932, p. 226).
Marcuse proposes that art can remedy this dream state. He argues that art is critical
in its ability to propose an alternative to an accepted reality, and that it thus produces a
counter-consciousness. He states “The aesthetic form constitutes the autonomy of art
vis á vis ‘the given.’ However, the dissociation does not produce ‘false consciousness’ or
mere illusion but rather a counter-consciousness: negation of the realistic-conformist
mind” (Marcuse 1979, p. 9). This counter-consciousness acts as an antidote to the
perpetual and seamless dream state of a conventional culture and its representations.
In its dominant form, the business of communication design produces cultural
consciousness and is an apparatus for the continuation of the prevailing realisticconformist mind. We might also argue that it is the consumer/commercial/dominant
culture that uses communication design as its handmaiden. Regardless of the causal
relationship, what if communication design simply abandons its traditional territory?
What if a method of communication design operates as a practice outside the bounds
of commercial interest? What if this method writes visual language, explicitly and
deliberately counter to the realist conformist mind? To dismiss its service in the
production of capital and therefore of conventional cultural consciousness is in itself a
critical negation. Its normative ubiquity and systematic conformity in cultural narratives
make its position as counter a natural. Untethered by the demands of capital, it is free
to operate as a critical apparatus and has the opportunity to exist as pure discourse.
Does this method then simply become art, or is it still design but in a transcendent
practice? I am not sure, but would argue that we should consider the latter, due
precisely to the cultural role of design. Unlike art, communication design is explicitly
involved in constructing the dominant components of conventional consciousness and
this positionality, this stance from within, makes its shift to the critical that much more
distinctive. To reform or shift or shatter consciousness is best undertaken from within
the forms that most resemble it. The cultural ubiquity of communication design gives it
a unique ability to operate as a Trojan Horse, imitating or mirroring commercial work
while surreptitiously negating it.
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Counter-Design: Communication Design as
Discourse

Figure 3. The Happy Island, Superstudio. http://collageandarchitecture.com/

Superstudio, an architectural firm working within the Radical Architecture
movement of the late 1960s, coined the term “counter-design” as an alternative
practice that “…chooses instead to emphasize the need for a renewal of philosophical
discourse and for social and political involvement as a way of bringing about structural
changes in our society” (Lang 2005, p. 46).
Superstudio has described its intent as conceptual postulation, rather than practical
work on real or proposed structures or forms. This position is quite radical in relation to
the conventional and pragmatic practices of architecture and design, for it postulates
that architecture itself is nothing less than discourse.
Consider the description of an installation by Superstudio at the Museum of
Modern Art in 1972:
“This is not a three-dimensional model of a reality which can be given concrete form
by a mere transposition of scale, but the rendering visible of a critical attitude towards
(or hope for) the activity of designing understood as philosophical speculation, as a
means to knowledge, as critical existence” (Superstudio 1972, p. 2).
This statement eloquently illuminates the activity of counter-design as a negation of
the conventional role of design. This is not an installation of a plan or model of a
building in the real world, a construction of industry, but rather the “rendering… of a
critical attitude.”
There are of course many design methodologies that offer alternatives to the more
common commercial practices of design. For example, Daniel Van Der Velden of the
design research studio Metahaven articulates a method of speculative design in this
manner: “When discussed from the point of view of critique, speculative design
anticipates a reality, and uses that as a critical device” (Van Der Velden 2010).
Metahaven sees design and design research as “a tool used to inquire, to research,
to anticipate…. [D]esign as an instrument to imagine” (Van Der Velden 2010). This
approach attempts to redraw the territory of design to find a more adaptive and
sustainable practice that can respond to a wider array of challenges in a more
responsible manner. It proposes that design is essentially an instrument to imagine.
This speculative form of design supports, to some degree, a model of counterdesign which renders critical attitudes rather than commercial artifacts. This somewhat
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radical sounding position appears to exemplify a contemporary design practice that
aims to transcend the strong bond between design and industry to find other, more
critical and holistic, approaches. While critical and imaginative, this model of
speculative design is, I would argue, primarily conformist. It does not negate the
conforming role of design; it is ultimately rational, pragmatic and in the business of
design. However enticing its label, speculative design still positions and justifies itself as
a professional practice with tangible benefits for client work. I would therefore suggest
that counter-design, with its reverence for design as purely philosophical discourse, has
a more radical and transformative cultural role. It does not strive to amend or improve
design or to amend or improve by design but rather to counter design’s normative
forces and effects.
If we were to conflate this model of counter-design with the counter-consciousness
described by Marcuse, we might find a model for communication design as discourse. A
model of communication counter-design, then, would offer a practice of critical
discourse over the production of commercial artifact. This a model for the negation of
the realistic-conformist mind, the creation of a counter-consciousness that can be
considered a reasonable candidate for awakening the world from its dream about itself.

Communication Counter-Design in practice: The
Ad-Hoc Atlas
Through my background in fine art and commercial design, I have developed an
interest in the potential of a design paradigm outside of communication design’s
common practice. In conjunction with previous explorations and interest in urban
geography, I have been developing design projects that visualize and map the
construction of cultural paradigms in geographic space.
My current and ongoing project The Ad-Hoc Atlas is presented here as an example
of a practice in communication counter-design and attempts to interrogate a "middle
way" between art and design. The project avoids the conventional design outcomes of
discrete ends and produces instead an unending series of prototypes. It postulates that
design research and design practice might be entirely propositional, speculative,
transcendent and ultimately discursive.
To borrow from Superstudio: In the Ad-Hoc Atlas, the rendering of the urban
landscape is not "a mere transposition of scale, but the rendering visible of a critical
attitude towards (or hope for) the activity of designing understood as philosophical
speculation, as a means to knowledge, as critical existence” (Superstudio 1972, p. 2).
Specifically, this work explores the operations of graphic language, history, and
systems in the construction of urban space (“space” in the big sense of the term, social
and dialectic).
The Ad-Hoc Atlas is a compilation of historical and observational data in conjunction
with inputs discovered through academic and field studies as part of the research
process. The outcomes include three-dimensional digitally-constructed views
containing layers of historical maps and geolocated tracks of personal and systemic
flows, photo documentation of design artifacts, montage constructed narratives of
aesthetic commentary, and auto-poetic annotations. The Atlas proposes these possible
landscapes of graphic geographies as an (im)possible urban landscape.
Specifically, some of these outcomes include:
x A conceptual model of the subconscious psyche of the graphic city hacked
from Freud’s model of the human psyche. (Figure 4).
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x
x
x

A book of graphic montage and a poetic narrative of a city constructed by
myth and desire. (Figure 5).
A model of a 300 meter of the word “MODE-RNISM” that marks an
historical buried stream in Montréal (Figure 6).
A model of an Urban Prosthetic Semiospheric Metabolic Reader that
towers one kilometer high over Berlin displaying the ubiquitous and varied
vernacular graphic language of the city's streets (Figure 7).
Mapping the New Framework: “The Graphic-Code and the
Metro-Polis”

Before defining the Graphic-Code explicitly, he argues for a manner
in which unconscious noumena can be made conscious. It believes
the answer lies in the difference between unconscious noumena and
preconscious noumena: the former are connected to perceptions,
especially “verbal images,” while the latter are “worked out upon some
sort of material that remains unrecognized” (21). The difference, then
is a connection to images (more specifically, to the “memory residue”
of images.) The goal of Ad-Hoc Atlas, then, is to connect the freely
floating unconscious material to images via psychic visual dialogue. 4
He goes on to note that the Graphic-Code is essentially a system of
perception so it must be closely related to the preconscious (27)

Figure 4. Ad-Hoc Atlas: Montréal, Joshua Singer.

Figure 5. Ad-Hoc Atlas: Montréal, Joshua Singer.
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Figure 6. Ad-Hoc Atlas: Montréal, Joshua Singer.

Figure 7. Ad-Hoc Atlas: Berlin., Joshua Singer

Counter-Design as Pedagogy
The notion of communication counter-design raises significant issues, among them:
What might we want to teach our students, our future communication designers?
Advertising collateral, packaging for consumer products, and corporate identity
systems are the mainstay of many communication design programs, creating “sexy”
portfolios for students who, understandably, are looking for well-paying employment in
the industry after graduation.
Yet the rationale underlying these pragmatic outcomes is called into question as we
witness the ongoing transition in the roles of the current and future designer. At this
moment in history, nearly anyone with the requisite software can call themselves a
designer regardless of their levels of skill and education. However, emerging views of
the future of communication design point the way to a more broadly defined
profession requiring the exercise of a more highly diverse skillset rooted in the
practices of critical and creative thinking. Design thinking, design research, lateral
thinking, divergent thinking, and design innovation – all call in to question traditional
pedagogical models of design education and beseech inquiry into more diverse and
creative approaches to the discipline of design.
I would propose, as others have, that there is a valuable place for a practice of
communication design as experimentation, exploration and methodology. Framing this
practice as a counter-design gives it some traction as well as a method for application
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and outcomes. Counter-design as a methodology for design education can expand
existing paradigms and offers methods of creativity and critical discourse while
developing competencies that might better prepare students for a future in which
adaptability, and creative and critical thinking, are prerequisites.

Examples of Student Work
I will now share some examples of student work from the Advanced Graphic Design
class I teach at San Francisco State University in which a methodology of counter-design
is applied. This work spans a number of semesters as part of a recurring class project in
which students develop an Atlas of San Francisco: a collection of designs and
documents that explore and visualize a system or systems and other invisible elements
within the city.
At different times, this project has centered on historic buried watersheds, on
unique attributes of neighborhoods, and on systems of communication. The recurring
geographic component of the project facilitates both quantitative and qualitative
research of varied forms including literature reviews, academic and field research,
visual documentation, and data visualization.
The geographic theme also introduces theories and frameworks from disciplines
outside of design studies and encourages students to think outside their normal modes
of operation, expanding their perceptions in terms of the inputs that can be used to
generate graphic works.
To this end, I assign James Corner's seminal essay Terra Fluxus to expose students to
the conceptual basis underlying Landscape Urbanism. This approach frames the city as
a landscape — a term usually reserved for the natural world — which behaves as an
ecology of forces and agents, a metabolism, not merely a collection of forms
Terra Fluxus proposes a number of themes for the practice of Landscape Urbanism.
Of particular relevance to our classwork, and to a method of counter-design, is The
Imaginary. Corner states "Materiality, representation, and imagination are not separate
worlds; …change through practices of place construction owes as much to the
representational and symbolic realms as to material activities. And so it seems
landscape urbanism is first and last an imaginative project, a speculative thickening of
the world of possibilities" (Corner 2006, p. 32).
This formulation proposes that the investigation and construction of the urban
landscape require of necessity a creative and imaginative trans-disciplinary practice in
which imagination, a counter-consciousness, plays a key role.
This sets the stage for students to look for ways of viewing, perceiving, and
visualizing the city that challenge conventional perceptions. It steers the students
toward a research process of imaginative explorations and away from expected
outcomes of historical overviews, inventories, and comparisons of form. This emphasis
on imagination aligned with a systems view of city directs them, to varying degrees, to
a critical stance.

Student Work: Islais Creek Phytoremediation
In the example of the student project “Islais Creek Phytoremediation,” students
propose and visualize the clean-up of toxic pollution in the Islais Valley of San Francisco,
a once vast and pristine estuary and marshland that is now paved over and heavily
polluted by industrial toxins.
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The group of students whose work is presented below began their research with an
historical overview of the industrial legacy of the area and the deep and pervasive
environmental damage to which the area has been subjected. They discovered that
there was a wide array of chemical toxins remaining in the soil after years of
unregulated industrial operations. Students researched the composition and hazards of
these chemicals, their effects, and strategies for their removal. In researching remedies,
students learned of the process of phytoremediation, a natural process by which
specific plants are able to remove toxins.
Early studies by the group proposed and visualized utopian park-like landscapes.
After critiques and suggestions to think outside of what might actually work, or what
might be expected — encouragement not to concern themselves with being correct —
they proposed a more aggressive and ultimately non human-centric solution. They
pondered why a solution was obliged to serve human desires. Why not let nature have
it all? Rather than control the solution, let the solution be its own force.
They ultimately posited a solution based on the use of plant species that are both
phytoremediative and invasive. The students imagined and visualized a dystopian
scenario through which these plants, after taking over the entire industrial region and
its surrounding residential areas, transformed these areas into a geography of nature
completely removed from humanity and human needs. What started as a reasonable
and workable solution, phytoremediation, was then extended imaginatively to counter
our preconceived notions and best practices. This extreme vision offers a counter to
the given reality and allows us to see the world differently and to open the subject to
discourse, rather than simply offer a solution to a problem.

Figure 8. Islais Creek Phytoremdiation, Victoria Gouzikovski, Nancy Salcedo, Felix Wang 2010.
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Figure 9. Islais Creek Phytoremdiation, Victoria Gouzikovski, Nancy Salcedo, Felix Wang 2010.

Figure 10. Islais Creek Phytoremdiation, Victoria Gouzikovski, Nancy Salcedo, Felix Wang 2010.

Figure 11. Islais Creek Phytoremdiation, Victoria Gouzikovski, Nancy Salcedo, Felix Wang 2010.
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Figure 12. Islais Creek Phytoremdiation, Victoria Gouzikovski, Nancy Salcedo, Felix Wang 2010.

Figure 13. Islais Creek Phytoremdiation, Victoria Gouzikovski, Nancy Salcedo, Felix Wang 2010.

Figure 14. Islais Creek Phytoremdiation, Victoria Gouzikovski, Nancy Salcedo, Felix Wang 2010.

Student Work: Gnarchitecture
Inspired by the concept and model of a "Smart City," students were asked to create
an atlas of San Francisco revealing flows of information beyond just the “smart”
integration of digital information systems and infrastructure. Students were specifically
invited to explore and visualize how a city is a network of language: How does
information transfer across the urban landscape? What information is needed? How
can information and/or its flows be visualized?
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“Gnarchitecture” is a student-designed atlas of illegal skateboard locations across
San Francisco, archived visually and geographically based on residual skid marks left by
skateboards on the surrounding architectural elements. The student frequented and
documented famous (and infamous) skateboarding locations throughout the city,
focusing specifically on areas of historic importance, locations revealed by his research
as strongly culturally relevant to the skateboarding community. Using the mobile/web
app Photosynth, he created panoramic image spaces that could be navigated by the
audience in order to view the residual markings. The ability to pan and zoom and the
accompanying textual annotations permit the viewer to investigate these markings in
great detail. Some of these virtual spaces included embedded historical images of
magazine advertisements photographed at the location.
The student describes this atlas as a museum and database of skateboarding in San
Francisco as it reacts to the city’s architecture. It offers an alternative view of the urban
landscape, the "city-as-skate-park." The student explicitly conceptualizes the
documented markings as acts of "architectural scarification" upon the constructed
landscape. He emphasizes that these marks are not forms, but rather artifacts of
activity. He states: "Markings made by skateboards are, in their own way, marks of
passage. These marks are evidence of hours upon hours of focus, repetition, and
determination" (Martinez, 2012).
This project transforms our view of the urban landscape from one of purely
geographic and architectural form into both an archive of activity through its marking
and an alternate reality - the city as skate-park. In so doing, the work negates typical
responses to what would conventionally be characterized as illegal acts of vandalism,
defacement and destruction. Instead, it leads the viewer to consider the value and
meaning of the activity and its subsequent marks in the urban landscape.

Figure 15. Gnarchitecture, Brian Martinez. 2012
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Figure 16. Gnarchitecture, Brian Martinez. 2012

Figure 17. Gnarchitecture, Brian Martinez. 2012

Student Work: A Smell Map of San Francisco
In this second student project responding to the Smart City prompt, the student
developed a smell map of San Francisco. She postulated that: “…smells could provide a
parallel mode of understanding and representing the transmission of knowledge and
information, which often passes from person to person in an almost viral capacity. The
passage of ideas can be sporadic and spontaneous, processed as overlapping and
simultaneous experience. …a city’s smells, gathered in different neighborhoods, might
represent a subliminal layer to the experience of a city, representing an underlying
network of priorities, beliefs, and ideals” (Rogers 2012).
An exhaustive list of smells were recorded and categorized in a handful of San
Francisco neighborhoods. Smells gathered in field research were distinguished by
descriptions both rational (tires) and poetic (grandpa). These were then categorized
into large groups: food, human-manufactured, natural human, industrial, and nature
smells. Exploratory and quantitative research was conducted to map smells by location
and diagram their interrelationships. Further experimental and qualitative research
resulted in the creation of optical markers of smells in situ based on abstractions of
cues from the visual environment.
The sophisticated and critical approach adopted by this student led to surprising
results, ultimately challenging our view of the urban landscape and our common
assumptions about the olfactory experience. The resulting atlas is simultaneously a
record, an archive and an interpretive representation that ultimately renders olfactory
823
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information as both communication and landscape. This unique alternative perspective
on an urban landscape leads us to rethink our understanding of urban space by
countering commonplace assumptions. This project eloquently demonstrates design
research and design artifact as agents of discourse. There are no answers here, no
solutions offered, but merely, and profoundly, counters to our given consciousness.

Figure 18. San Francisco Smells Like, Eva Rogers. 2012

Figure 19. San Francisco Smells Like, Eva Rogers. 2012

Figure 20. San Francisco Smells Like, Eva Rogers. 2012
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Figure 21. San Francisco Smells Like, Eva Rogers. 2012

Figure 22. San Francisco Smells Like, Eva Rogers. 2012

Figure 23. San Francisco Smells Like, Eva Rogers. 2012
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Figure 24. San Francisco Smells Like, Eva Rogers. 2012

Figure 25. San Francisco Smells Like, Eva Rogers. 2012

Reflections
The above illustrations are just three examples from the many student projects
executed for the Atlas assignment over multiple semesters. Overall, results varied
widely. In instances when students were not provided prompts and/or specific
encouragement to develop divergent scenarios, many if not most projects resulted in
bland conventional outcomes (e.g., overviews, histories) or trite utopian scenarios.
For example, when asked to develop a future scenario for the San Francisco buried
watershed, students transformed a decayed waterfront into a farmer’s market, a
project that did little more than require them to visualize space and signage for such a
venture. Although well thought out and executed, the project did nothing more than
mimic existing popular opinion and turn out attractive portfolio work. Ultimately, this
project did little to develop and expand students’ critical, divergent, and imaginative
thinking skills. The results are emblematic of the kinds of conventional and un-critical
design solutions students are easily drawn to in the absence of a more radical
pedagogy.
The more imaginative risk taking projects, such as the examples discussed in this
paper, encompassed the analytical, practical, ephemeral and poetic spheres and, in the
spirit of counter-design, explicitly challenged conventional perceptions. These
assignments prompted a rethinking of common perceptions and assumptions, resulting
in demonstrations of design research and design artifacts that stand as agents of
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discourse. Rather than designed to solve a problem, these works offered counters to
our given consciousness. Students were challenged to use divergent thinking and,
perhaps most importantly, their imaginations to solve design challenges.
No discussion of the benefits to students of using a model of counter-design in the
graphic design classroom would be complete without a discussion of possible
negatives. What does one do with such a practice in a pragmatic professional context?
How does one justify to a client (and budget) the time spent exploring alternative and
ultimately un-realistic scenarios? While one could make a long list of areas of the
profession in which this method would not be useful (e.g., instructional graphics; wayfinding signage), there is evidence that alternative scenarios and divergent thinking are
indeed valuable to a pragmatic design practice. While analyzing this phenomenon is
beyond the scope of this modest paper, Dunne and Raby’s experimental work provides
evidence that there is some real value to this sort of work.

Conclusion
In closing, if design and design education are concerned with the development of
innovation and new methods, we might consider alternative—even radical—methods
and practices of communication design. Counter-design offers one methodology for an
experimental and exploratory practice outside the business of design. A model of
counter-design can introduce methods that lead design and design research to
unexpected solutions that circumvent common perceptions and expectations and
challenge practitioners and students to find new languages and methods. In its
pedagogical applications, this model can help students develop competencies that
might better prepare for a future in which adaptability, creativity and divergent
thinking are prerequisite. It can also benefit students by exposing them to an
alternative postulation of design practice: the use of the semantic tools of design and
the writing of visual language to challenge our existing views of the world.
As a model and method, counter-design offers an effective avenue for addressing
critical thinking learning objectives. This approach supports and emphasizes divergent
thinking and encourages outcomes beyond traditional approaches to graphic design
education that typically steer students towards the sort of appropriate solutions
seen within a commercial context. Removing design and design research from the
constraints of the business of design, we free design itself to operate as a discursive
practice. Counter-design can offer an alternative cognitive landscape, a fissure in the
seamless narratives of the constructed world, while producing a counter-consciousness
in which we experience the "awakening of the world from its dream about itself” (Marx
1932), thus enabling us to re-imagine the world.
Acknowledgments: A big thank you to both Professor Hsiao-Yun Chu and
Barbara Ustanko of SF State University for their invaluable editorial help,
without which this paper would be the lesser.
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